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Abstract 
 
Responding to the crisis of democracy, legislatures worldwide are developing new participatory 
mechanisms to promote parliamentary engagement and provide additional opportunities for 
citizens to influence policymaking.  Yet despite the prevalence of such initiatives, little is known 
about whether political elites are receptive to public input.  This article addresses this important 
gap, presenting original research that examines the e-ƉĞƚŝƚŝŽŶ ƐǇƐƚĞŵ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ hŶŝƚĞĚ <ŝŶŐĚŽŵ ?Ɛ
national legislature.  It demonstrates significant apathy  W on occasion, antipathy  W  on the part of 
tĞƐƚŵŝŶƐƚĞƌ ?ƐĞůĞĐƚĞĚDWƐ ?  /ŶƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌ ? ŝƚ ƌĞǀĞĂůƐĐŽŶĐĞƌŶƐƚŚĂƚƉĂƌůŝĂŵĞŶƚĂƌǇĞ-petitions risk 
undermining the relationship between MPs and their constituents; inundating the parliamentary 
agenda with immediate, but not necessarily important, issues; and exacerbating misunderstandings 
of the parliamentary process.   More broadly, political elites remain sceptical about the capacity of 
parliamentary e-petitions to address the democratic divide, with a widespread sense that e-
petitions often amplify the voices of those who already shout the loudest.   
 
 
 
Keywords 
 
political participation, participatory democracy, parliamentary engagement, parliamentary e-
petitions, political elites, Westminster 
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The value ŽĨ ‘ďĞƚǁĞĞŶĞůĞĐƚŝŽŶ ?ƉŽůŝƚŝĐĂůƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂƚŝŽŶ- Do parliamentary  
e-petitions matter to political elites? 
 
 
 
Responding to what is widely regarded as a crisis of democracy (e.g. Dalton, 2004; Norris, 2011), 
legislatures worldwide are developing new participatory mechanisms to promote greater engagement 
with representative institutions and to provide additional opportunities for citizens to influence 
policymaking.  Perhaps the most popular innovation is the parliamentary e-petition and a burgeoning 
body of scholarship has provided important insights concerning the scale of use (Escher and Riehm, 
2017; Puschmann et al., 2017), the petitioner experience (Bochel, 2016; Carman, 2010; Leston-Bandeira, 
2019; Wright, 2012), and the extent that petitioning bridges the democratic divide (Asher et al. 2019; 
Åström et al. 2017; Carman 2014; Linder and Riehm 2011). Nonetheless, relatively little is known about 
whether political elites are listening to petitioners.  Indeed, and more broadly, there is a significant 
lacuna regarding the impact of such ŶĞǁ ĨŽƌŵƐ ŽĨ  ‘ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ ĞůĞĐƚŝŽŶ ?(Esaiasson and Narud, 2013) 
participation on political responsiveness (notable exceptions include Font et al., 2018; Goodin and 
Dryzek, 2006; Johnson, 2015).  This gap matters, because the success of participatory reforms requires 
citizens to regard such tools as efficacious (Hooghe and Marien, 2014; Ulbig, 2008).  However, unless 
political elites pay attention to new channels of citizen  ‘ǀŽŝĐĞ ? ?ĂŶĚlisten to what citizens say, there is a 
significant risk that public cynicism will be exacerbated rather than ameliorated (Fung, 2015; Ulbig, 
2008). 
 
 
This article directly addresses this important gap by examining the extent that political elites engage 
with and value ŶĞǁ ĨŽƌŵƐ ŽĨ  ‘ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ ĞůĞĐƚŝŽŶ ? ƉŽůŝƚŝĐĂů ƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂƚŝŽŶ ? ĂŶĚ presents the results of 
original research examining the jointly-owned e-petitions system of the UK House of Commons and HM 
Government.  Established in 2015, tĞƐƚŵŝŶƐƚĞƌ ?ƐĞ-petition system has captured the public imagination, 
with thousands of e-petitions published annually, signed by millions of unique users (House of Commons 
Library, 2019); and is widely regarded as one of the most successful mechanisms to promote public 
engagement with parliament in legislatures worldwide (see Bochel, 2019; Leston-Bandeira, 2019).  
However, this research shifts the analytical focus from the experience of petitioners to the perceptions 
of ƉĂƌůŝĂŵĞŶƚ ?Ɛpolitical elites (i.e. elected MPs); and via a series of interviews and surveys conducted 
with MPs and parliamentary officials at Westminster between 2018-19, it provides key insights 
concerning the  ‘ǀĂůƵĞ ?ascribed to e-petitions.  The research reveals that whilst MPs acknowledge that 
e-petitions can strengthen the relationship between Parliament  W as an institution  W and the public, they 
privilege their personal relationships with constituents and regard direct one-to-one engagement as the 
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most effective means for constituents to be heard. The research also reveals concerns regarding the 
extent that parliamentary e-petitions have inflated public expectations of policy change, which dovetails 
ǁŝƚŚǁŝĚĞƌĐŽŶĐĞƌŶƐĂďŽƵƚ ‘ƉŽůŝƚŝĐĂůůŝƚĞƌĂĐǇ ? ?/ŶƚƵƌŶ ?whilst the role of e-ƉĞƚŝƚŝŽŶƐŝŶĨŽƐƚĞƌŝŶŐ ‘ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ
ĞůĞĐƚŝŽŶ ?ƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂƚŝŽŶis acknowledged, significant concerns about the democratic divide persist; and 
there is a widespread sense that e-petitions often amplify the voices of those who already shout the 
loudest.   
 
 
Through this analysis, the article makes three key contributions.  Firstly, specifically, by undertaking a 
systematic analysis of the perceptions of elected MPs, it builds on the observations of previous studies 
(e.g.  Bochel, 2013, 2019; Leston-Bandeira, 2019; Wright, 2012, 2016) to provide empirical evidence of 
the extent that the e-petition system provides Ă ‘ůŝŶŬŝŶŐŵĞĐŚĂŶŝƐŵ ?ďĞƚǁĞĞŶƚŚĞƉƵďůŝĐ and Parliament.  
Secondly, in doing so, it contributes to an emergent body of work that unpacks the normative 
assumptions used to advocate participatory democracy by examining whether political elites  W ŝ ?Ğ ? ‘ƚŚŽƐĞ
ĂƵƚŚŽƌŝƐĞĚƚŽŵĂŬĞĐŽůůĞĐƚŝǀĞĚĞĐŝƐŝŽŶƐ ? ?,ĞŶĚƌŝŬƐĂŶĚ>ĞĞƐ-Marshment, 2019, p. 1)  W are receptive to 
public input (e.g. Font et al., 2018; Johnson, 2015).  Thirdly, and more broadly, it responds to calls for a 
greater understanding the consequences of direct public participation for representative institutions 
(e.g. Fung, 2015; Goodin and Dryzek, 2006; Nabatchi and Amsler, 2014).  To develop these strands, the 
article proceeds as follows. It commences by bringing together these strands of literature to 
demonstrate the necessity ŽĨĨŽĐƵƐŝŶŐŽŶƉŽůŝƚŝĐĂůĞůŝƚĞƐ ?ƉĞƌĐĞƉƚŝŽŶƐŽĨŶĞǁĨŽƌŵƐŽĨ ‘ďĞƚǁĞĞŶĞůĞĐƚŝŽŶ ?
participation, ĂŶĚƚŽůŽĐĂƚĞtĞƐƚŵŝŶƐƚĞƌ ?ƐƉĂƌůŝĂŵĞŶƚĂƌǇĞ-petition system against this wider backdrop.  
It then details the research design, and reports the results.  The article concludes by locating these 
findings within debates about the mediating role of political elites, and sets out an important future 
research agenda regarding the capacity of citizens to inform policymaking via non-electoral participatory 
mechanisms. 
 
 
Participation, parliamentary e-petitions and the gatekeeping role of political elites 
 
 
Against a backdrop of declining public trust and democratic satisfaction, petitions have emerged as a 
popular channel of participation in legislatures worldwide, with online systems being adopted by 
supranational (e.g. Böhle and Riehm, 2013), national (e.g. Escher and Riehm, 2017; Lee et al., 2014; 
Leston-Bandeira, 2019), regional (e.g. Bochel, 2016; Carman, 2010, 2014) and municipal authorities (e.g. 
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Åström, et al., 2017; Bochel and Bochel, 2017).  Indeed, e-petition systems now exist in almost all 
European countries (Böhle and Riehm, 2013; Schmitter and Trechsel, 2004). ŝƐƚŝŶĐƚ ĨƌŽŵ  ‘ŶŽŶ-
ŝŶƐƚŝƚƵƚŝŽŶĂůŝƐĞĚ ?ƉůĂƚĨŽƌŵƐƐƵĐŚĂƐAvaaz.org, MoveOn.org and Change.org (see Vromen, 2016; Karpf, 
2017 for a wider discussion), parliamentary e-petitions are formally embedded within the representative 
institution; provide signatories with direct access to the institution; and typically require a formal 
response from the institution if certain conditions are satisfied (Linder and Riehm, 2011).  As such, 
parliamentary e-ƉĞƚŝƚŝŽŶƐĂƌĞƌĞŐĂƌĚĞĚĂƐĂĨŽƌŵŽĨ ‘ĂĚǀŽĐĂĐǇĚĞŵŽĐƌĂĐǇ ? ?ĞŶĂďůŝŶŐ ‘members of the 
public to raise issues or propose policies to the parliament whilst the scrutiny and decision-making 
ĨƵŶĐƚŝŽŶƐĂƌĞƌĞƐĞƌǀĞĚƚŽƚŚĞƉĂƌůŝĂŵĞŶƚŝƚƐĞůĨ ? ?Carman, 2010: 735).  In addition to what can be regarded 
ĂƐ ‘ŝŶǁĂƌĚ-ĨĂĐŝŶŐ ?ĨƵŶĐƚŝŽŶƐŽĨŝnstitutional access and policy influence, parliamentary e-petition systems 
have also been constituted as an important channel of  ‘outward-facing ? parliamentary engagement and 
democratic participation.  This reflects a broader  ‘ƉƵƌƐƵŝƚ ŽĨ ůĞŐŝƚŝŵĂĐǇ ? (Leston-Bandeira, 2014) via 
 ‘ĚĞŵŽĐƌĂƚŝĐƌĞŶĞǁĂů ? ?,ĞŶĚƌŝŬƐĂŶĚ<ĂǇ ? ? ? ? ? ?on the part of legislatures worldwide; and parliamentary 
e-petitions systems often combining the informative and educative ĚŝŵĞŶƐŝŽŶƐŽĨ ‘ŽƵƚƌĞĂĐŚ ?ǁŝƚŚƚŚĞ
more active and participatory dimensions of  ‘engagement ? (see Leston-Bandeira, 2014, 2016).   
 
 
Advances in digital technology have also contributed to the popularity of parliamentary e-petitions, 
 ‘ƉƌŽǀŝĚŝŶŐĂŶŽƉƉŽƌƚƵŶŝƚǇĨŽƌůĂƌŐĞƌŶƵŵďĞƌƐŽĨĐŝƚŝǌĞŶƐƚŽŵĂŬĞƚŚĞŝƌvoices heard in a relatively easy 
and cost-ĞĨĨĞĐƚŝǀĞŵĂŶŶĞƌ ? ?ŽĐŚĞůĂŶĚŽĐŚĞů ? ? ? ? ? ?Ɖ ? ? ? ?; see also Asher et al., 2019 for an analysis 
of Twitter conversations about parliamentary e-petitions). Indeed, for the host institution, parliamentary 
e-petitionƐ ƉƌŽǀŝĚĞ ĂŶ ŽƉƉŽƌƚƵŶŝƚǇ ƚŽ ĞŶŐĂŐĞ ŝŶ ŝŶ ǁŚĂƚ ŚĂƐ ďĞĞŶ ĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞĚ ĞůƐĞǁŚĞƌĞ ĂƐ  ‘ĚŝŐŝƚĂů
ůŝƐƚĞŶŝŶŐ ? ?ǁŝƚŚĂŶĂůǇƚŝĐƐ ?Ğ ?Ő ?ŶƵŵďĞƌŽĨƐŝŐŶĂƚŽƌŝĞƐ ?ƉƌŽǀŝĚŝŶŐĂƵƐĞĨƵůĐŚĂŶŶĞůŽĨ ‘ƉĂƐƐŝǀĞĚĞŵŽĐƌĂƚŝĐ
ĨĞĞĚďĂĐŬ ?  ?<ĂƌƉĨ ?  ? ? ? ? ? ?  More broadly, the affordances of digital technology have provided 
ŽƉƉŽƌƚƵŶŝƚŝĞƐ ‘ƚŽĚĞŵŽĐƌĂƚŝǌĞƌĞƉƌĞƐĞŶƚĂƚŝŽŶďǇŵĂŬŝŶŐŝƚĂŵŽƌĞĚŝƌĞĐƚƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐŚŝƉ ? ?ŽůĞŵĂŶ ? ? ? ? ? ?
Ɖ ? ? ? ? ? ?ǁŝƚŚƚŚĞ ‘ƚŚĞĚŝĂůŽŐŝĐĂů ?ŝŶƚĞƌĂĐƚŝǀĞĨĞĂƚƵƌĞƐŽĨƚŚ ŝŶƚĞƌŶĞƚ ?ŽĨĨĞƌŝŶŐ ‘ƚŚĞƉŽƐƐŝďŝůŝƚǇĨŽƌĐŝƚŝǌĞŶƐ
and their elĞĐƚĞĚƌĞƉƌĞƐĞŶƚĂƚŝǀĞƐƚŽďƌŝĚŐĞƚƌĂĚŝƚŝŽŶĂůƉŽůŝƚŝĐĂůĚŝƐƚĂŶĐĞƐ ? ?&ŝƌŵƐƚŽŶĞĂŶĚŽůĞŵĂŶ ? ? ? ? ? ?
p. 681). Parliamentary e-petitions are therefore part of a burgeoning range of e-democracy initiatives 
intended to expand or deepen the ƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂƚŽƌǇ ‘ƌĞĂĐŚ ?ŽĨƉŽůŝƚŝĐĂůŝŶƐƚŝƚƵƚŝŽŶƐ ?ƐƵĐŚĂƐonline discussion 
forums, consultations and deliberative polls (for an overview see Smith, 2009).  
 
 
As the popularity of e-petitions has increased, so has academic interest.  This scholarship has provided 
critical insights regarding the profile of petitioners, the formal procedures for handling e-petitions, and 
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the role of e-petitions in fostering legitimacy and democratic renewal.  In terms of the profile of 
petitioners, several studies show that parliamentary e-petitions suffer from the traditional socio-
demographic biases in participation.  Research in Germany (Escher and Riehm, 2017; Linder and Riehm, 
2011), Scotland (Carman, 2014) and Taiwan (Lee et al., 2014), for example, reveals that petitioners tend 
to be highly-mobilised, politically active, better educated and more affluent.  Others have examined the 
intensity of engagement.  The research of Puschmann et al. (2017) on e-petitions submitted to the 
German Bundestag demonstrates the disproportionate impact of ĂƐŵĂůůŶƵŵďĞƌŽĨ ‘ŚŝŐŚůǇĂĐƚŝǀĞ ?ĂŶĚ
 ‘ŚǇƉĞƌĂĐƚŝǀĞƵƐĞƌƐ ?.  Similarly, the research of Wright reveals that ƚŚĞh< ?ƐŽǁŶŝŶŐ^ƚƌĞĞƚĞ-petitions 
system ǁĂƐ ĚŽŵŝŶĂƚĞĚ ďǇ Ă ƐŵĂůů ŶƵŵďĞƌ ŽĨ  ‘ƐƵƉĞƌ-ƉŽƐƚĞƌƐ ? ? ǁŚŽ ǁĞƌĞ ĚĞĞŵĞĚ  ‘ŚĂƌŵĨƵů ? ƚŽ ƚŚĞ
ƐǇƐƚĞŵ ?Ɛfunctioning (2012: 466).   
 
 
In terms of the formal procedures for handling e-petitions, several scholars have drawn attention to how 
institutional arrangements provide citizens with important cues about extent that representative 
institutions value public input.  Highlighting the ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐŚŝƉďĞƚǁĞĞŶ  ‘ƐǇƐƚĞŵ ? ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌŝƐƚŝĐƐ(voice, 
decision-making and transparency) and  ‘ƉĞƌĐĞƉƚŝŽŶ ? ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌŝƐƚŝĐƐ(treatment, legitimacy and trust), 
Bochel argues that formal petition processes are  ‘ůŝŬĞůǇƚŽĨĂĐŝůŝƚĂƚĞ ?ŽƌŚŝŶĚĞƌ ?ƚŚĞĞǆƚĞŶƚŽĨƉƌŽĐĞĚƵƌĂů
juƐƚŝĐĞ ? ? ? ? ? ?: 372).  In a similar vein, Carman suggests ƚŚĂƚ ‘ŚŽǁŝŶƐƚŝƚƵƚŝŽŶƐ “ŚĂŶĚůĞ ?ƉĞƚŝƚŝŽŶƐŵĂǇďĞ
a vital component in influencing public instituƚŝŽŶĂůƐƵƉƉŽƌƚ ? ? ? ? ?0: 732). The perceived fairness of e-
petition processes also matters because few petitioners are likely to achieve their stated objectives 
(Bochel, 2016; Böhle et al., 2013; Escher and Riehm, 2016). Empirical evidence, however, paints a mixed 
picture. In his study of the Scottish Parliament, Carman shows that negative process evaluations have 
adversely affected outcome evaluations, with over 75% of petitioners disagreeing ǁŝƚŚƚŚĞƐƚĂƚĞŵĞŶƚ ‘/
ĐŽŶƐŝĚĞƌŵǇƉĞƚŝƚŝŽŶƚŽďĞĂƐƵĐĐĞƐƐ ? (2010: 740).  Slightly differently, tƌŝŐŚƚ ?ƐƐƚƵĚǇŽĨƚŚĞŽǁŶŝŶŐ
Street e-petitions system shows that ǁŚŝůƐƚ ‘petitioners regarded outcomes such as awareness raising 
and publicity as important their own right ? ?ƌĞƐƉŽŶĚĞŶƚƐǁĞƌĞ ‘ǁĞƌĞůĂƌŐĞůǇƐĐĂƚŚŝŶŐ ?ĂďŽƵƚhow their 
petitions were handled, ĂŶĚƚŚĂƚ ‘ƚŚĂƚŵĂŶǇƉĞŽƉůĞďĞůŝĞǀĞƚŚĞŐŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚŝƐĨĂŝůŝŶŐƚŽůŝƐƚĞŶĂŶĚƐƉĞĂŬ
ĞĨĨĞĐƚŝǀĞůǇ ? ?tƌŝŐŚƚ, 2016: 854). Moreover, whilst several have shown ƉĞƚŝƚŝŽŶĞƌƐ ? objective are  W on 
occasion  W realised (e.g. Bochel, 2012; Leston-Bandeira, 2019), others have queried the policy influence 
of e-petitions, suggesting that change has largely occurred in relation to non-contentious issues or where 
government action was already planned (e.g. Wright, 2016). 
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As this suggests, the actions of elected representatives and officials have important consequences for 
the legitimacy of e-petition systems; and it is incumbent on representative institutions to handle e-
petitions fairly and be seen to do so by the petitioning public (Carman, 2010; Escher and Riehm, 2016; 
Hough 2012).  At the same time,  ‘ƚŚĞƐƵĐĐĞƐƐŽĨƐƵĐŚƉĞƚŝƚŝŽŶƐƌĞŵĂŝŶƐ entirely at the discretion of those 
ŝŶƉŽǁĞƌ ? ?^ĐŚŵŝƚƚĞƌĂŶĚdƌĞƐĐŚĞů,  ? ? ? ? P ? ? ? ?ĂŶĚĂ ‘ĐŽŶƚŝŶƵŝŶŐƌĞůƵĐƚĂŶĐĞĂŵŽŶŐƐƚƐŽŵĞůĞŐŝƐůĂƚŽƌƐƚŽ
ĞŶĐŽƵƌĂŐĞƉĞƚŝƚŝŽŶŝŶŐ ?may ŵĞĂŶƚŚĂƚ ‘ĂƉĞƚŝƚŝŽŶƐƐǇƐƚĞŵŝƐƵŶůŝŬĞůǇƚŽďĞĞĨĨĞĐƚŝǀĞ ? ?,ŽƵŐŚ, 2012: 490). 
A critical actor is therefore the petitions body, which acts as the formal conduit between the public and 
the parliamentary process, and several analyses have focused on how petitions committees have 
dispatched their functions (e.g. Böhle et al., 2013; Bochel, 2019; Carman, 2010; Escher and Riehm, 2016; 
Leston Bandeira, 2019).  More broadly, Bochel has drawn attention to the fact that the success of an e-
ƉĞƚŝƚŝŽŶƐƐǇƐƚĞŵĂůƐŽƌĞƐƚƐŽŶƚŚĞ ‘ŝŶƚĞŐƌĂƚŝŽŶŽĨƚŚĞƐǇƐƚĞŵŝŶƚŽƚŚĞǁŝĚĞƌƉŽůŝƚŝĐĂůĂŶĚƉŽůŝĐǇ-making 
ĞŶǀŝƌŽŶŵĞŶƚŝŶǁŚŝĐŚƚŚĞǇŽƉĞƌĂƚĞ ? ? ? ? ? ? P ? ? ? ? ?which necessitatĞƐĞĨĨĞĐƚŝǀĞƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐŚŝƉƐ ‘between the 
petitions committees, other commitƚĞĞƐĂŶĚŐŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚĚĞƉĂƌƚŵĞŶƚƐ ?(2016: 382).   
 
 
Taken together, this scholarship provides important insights about the capacity of parliamentary e-
petition systems to fulfil the  ‘ŝnward-ĨĂĐŝŶŐ ?ĨƵŶĐƚŝŽŶƐŽĨŝŶƐƚŝƚƵƚŝŽŶĂůĂĐĐĞƐƐĂŶĚƉŽůŝĐǇŝŶĨůƵĞŶĐĞĂŶĚ
 ‘ŽƵƚǁĂƌĚ-ĨĂĐŝŶŐ ?ĨƵŶĐƚŝŽŶƐŽĨengagement and participation detailed above.  Moreover, this scholarship 
underlines the extent that these two dimensions are interconnected and mutually reinforcing, as 
evidenced by the socio-demographic inequities in e-petition usage, or by the wider spillover effects of 
formal petition processes in terms of system-level legitimacy.   Building on this, it can be argued that 
ƉĂƌůŝĂŵĞŶƚ ?Ɛ political elites  W i.e. elected MPs  W play a crucial role in bridging these two sets of functions, 
reflecting their unique position as the key interface between the public and policy process. Therefore, 
ƚŚŝƐĂƌƚŝĐůĞĐŽŶƚĞŶĚƐƚŚĂƚƚŚĞƉĞƌĐĞƉƚŝŽŶƐŽĨƉĂƌůŝĂŵĞŶƚ ?ƐƉŽůŝƚŝĐĂůĞůites matters, as how they engage 
with e-petitions and whether they value their input will be crucial to the effectiveness and legitimacy of 
the system.   
 
 
,ŽǁĞǀĞƌ ? ĂůƚŚŽƵŐŚ ƐŽŵĞ ƐƚƵĚŝĞƐ ŚĂǀĞ ƌĞĐŽŐŶŝƐĞĚ ƚŚĞ ŝŵƉŽƌƚĂŶĐĞ ŽĨ  ‘ďƵǇ-ŝŶ ?  ?Ğ ?Ő ? ,ŽƵŐŚ ?  ? ? ? ? ?
Schmitter and Trechsel, 2004), existing scholarship has generally assumed, rather than established, the 
ƐƵƉƉŽƌƚŽĨƉĂƌůŝĂŵĞŶƚ ?ƐƉŽůŝƚŝĐĂůĞůŝƚĞƐ ?DŽƌĞŽǀĞƌ ?ƚŚĞƌĞŚĂƐďĞĞŶĂƚĞŶĚĞŶĐǇƚŽƉƌĞƐĞŶƚ ‘ƉĂƌůŝĂŵĞŶƚ ?ĂƐ
a homogenous institution with a distinct corporate identity; rather than as a collective institution, 
comprised of individual legislators with manifold political, party and constituency identities (see 
CampbelůĂŶĚ>ŽǀĞŶĚƵƐŬŝ ? ? ? ? ? ?ĞƐĐŚŽƵǁĞƌĂŶĚĞƉĂƵǁ ? ? ? ? ? ?<Ăƚǌ ?  ? ? ? ? ?ZĞŐĂƌĚŝŶŐtĞƐƚŵŝŶƐƚĞƌ ?Ɛ
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e-petitions system, for example, Leston-ĂŶĚĞŝƌĂŵĂŬĞƐĐůĞĂƌƚŚĂƚƉĞƚŝƚŝŽŶƐ ‘ĚŽŶŽƚĞǆŝƐƚŝŶĂǀĂĐƵƵŵ
[but] are part of the system that mediates between citizens and ƉŽůŝĐǇŵĂŬŝŶŐ ?  ? ? ? ? ? P  ? ? ? ? ? ďƵƚ ƚŚĞ
responsiveness of politicians to the requests of petitioners is assumed rather than established.   
ůƐĞǁŚĞƌĞ ?ŝŶƚŚĞŝƌƐƚƵĚǇŽĨƚŚĞ'ĞƌŵĂŶƵŶĚĞƐƚĂŐ ?ƐĞ-petition platform, Schmidt and Johnsen argue 
ƚŚĂƚ ƉĞƚŝƚŝŽŶƐ  ‘ĐĂŶ ďƌing people who are critical towards politics closer towards the parliamentary 
ƐǇƐƚĞŵ ? (2014: 44, emphasis added) without considering the mediating role played by individual MPs.  
 
 
dŚŝƐůĂĐƵŶĂĚŽǀĞƚĂŝůƐǁŝƚŚǁŝĚĞƌĐŽŶĐĞƌŶƐĂďŽƵƚŚŽǁƉŽůŝƚŝĐĂůĞůŝƚĞƐ ?ƐƵƉƉŽƌƚĨŽƌŶĞǁĨŽƌŵƐŽĨ ‘ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ
ĞůĞĐƚŝŽŶ ?ƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂƚŝŽŶŝƐŽĨƚĞŶƵŶĐƌŝƚŝĐĂůůǇĂƐƐƵŵĞĚ ?ĚĞƐƉŝƚĞƐĞǀĞƌĂůĞŵƉŝƌŝĐĂůƐƚƵĚŝĞƐŚŝŐŚůŝŐŚƚŝŶŐƚŚĞ
limited impact of public input on the actions of those authorised to make collective decisions (for a 
systematic review see Goodin and Dryzek, 2006). In their study of local participatory processes in Spain, 
for example, Font et al. ĚĞŵŽŶƐƚƌĂƚĞƚŚĂƚ ‘ĂƵƚŚŽƌŝƚŝĞƐŵĂŬĞĂŶŽŶ-random selection of proposals to be 
implemented, selecting those that are easier to develop or are closer to their own prefereŶĐĞƐ ? ? ? ? ? ? P
616); and in her study of deliberative experiments in Canadian public policy, Johnson finds that outcomes 
ǁĞƌĞŽĨƚĞŶ ‘ĐŝƌĐƵŵƐĐƌŝďĞĚ ?Žƌ ‘ĨŝůƚĞƌĞĚ ?ĂĐĐŽƌĚŝŶŐƚŽƚŚĞƉŽůŝĐǇƉƌĞĨĞƌĞŶĐĞƐŽĨƚŚĞƌĞĐĞŝǀŝŶŐŽƌŐĂŶŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ 
(2015: 5).  One notable exception is the study by Hendriks and Lees-Marshment, who directly survey 
political elites to gauge their participatory preferences. They demonstrate that political elites tend to 
ǀĂůƵĞƉƵďůŝĐŝŶƉƵƚĨŽƌŝŶƐƚƌƵŵĞŶƚĂůĞŶĚƐ ? ‘ƌĂƚŚĞƌƚŚĂŶĂƐĂƉƌŽĐĞƐƐŽĨƐŚĂƌŝŶŐƉŽǁĞƌǁŝƚŚƚŚĞƉƵďůŝĐ ? ?In 
turn, they ĚĞŵŽŶƐƚƌĂƚĞ ƚŚĂƚ ŵĂŶǇ ŚĂǀĞ Ă ĚŝƐƚŝŶĐƚ ƉƌĞĨĞƌĞŶĐĞ ĨŽƌ ŵŽƌĞ  ‘ŝŶĨŽƌŵĂů ĐŽŶǀĞƌƐĂƚŝŽŶƐ ǁŝƚŚ
ŝŶĚŝǀŝĚƵĂů ĐŝƚŝǌĞŶƐ ƚŚĂƚ ŽĐĐƵƌ ďĞŚŝŶĚ ƚŚĞ ƐĐĞŶĞƐ ? ĂƐ  ‘ĨŽƌŵĂů ĐŽŶƐƵůƚĂƚŝŽŶ ƉƌŽĐĞƐƐĞƐ ƐƵĐŚ ĂƐ ƉƵďůŝĐ
meetings do not produce the kind of constructive and usable public input they need to inform their 
ĐŽůůĞĐƚŝǀĞũƵĚŐĞŵĞŶƚƐ ? ? ? ? ? ? P ? ? ?-11; see also Nabatchi and Amsler, 2014).   
 
  
The failure to reflect on whether ƉĂƌůŝĂŵĞŶƚ ?Ɛpolitical elites value public input via parliamentary e-
petitions is thus problematic for two reasons.  Firstly, individual MPs hold differing conceptions of what 
it means to be represented and to provide representation (e.g. Campbell and Lovenduski, 2015; 
Deschouwer and Depauw, 2014; Katz, 1997); and their responsiveness to citizen demands is mediated 
by instrumental concerns and institutional constraints (e.g. Vivyan and Wagner, 2014).  In particular, a 
number of studies have demonstrated that the goal of re-election is the pre-eminent driver of a broad 
range of parliamentary and constituency activities, beyond voting in the legislative chamber.  In the UK, 
for example, constituency marginality has directly affected DWƐ ?ĐŽŵŵƵŶŝĐĂƚŝŽŶǁŝƚŚĐŽŶƐƚŝƚƵĞŶƚƐ ?ƵĞů
and Umit, 2018); the proposal of Private Members Bills (Bowler, 2010); and the tabling of Early Day 
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Motions (Kellerman, 2013).  ƐƐƵĐŚ ?ŝƚĐĂŶŶŽƚďĞĂƐƐƵŵĞĚƚŚĂƚƉŽůŝƚŝĐĂůĞůŝƚĞƐǁŝůů ‘ƐĞƌǀĞĂƐĂŵŽƵƚŚƉŝĞĐĞ
ŽƌƚƌĂŶƐŵŝƐƐŝŽŶďĞůƚĨŽƌƚŚĞǀŝĞǁƐŽĨŽƌĚŝŶĂƌǇĐŝƚŝǌĞŶƐ ? ?<Ăƚǌ ? ? ? ? P ? ? ? ? ?ĂƐĞǆpressed via parliamentary 
e-ƉĞƚŝƚŝŽŶƐ ?^ĞĐŽŶĚůǇ ?ŐŝǀĞŶƚŚĂƚ ‘ƉƌŽĐĞĚƵƌĂůĨĂŝƌŶĞƐƐ ?ŝ ƌĞŐĂƌĚĞĚĂƐĂŶŝŵƉŽƌƚĂŶƚĞ-petition outcome 
in its own right, perceptions of procedural unfairness entail spillover risks in terms of institutional 
legitimacy and trust (Carman, 2010; more broadly, Smith, 2009).  Regardless of formal processes, if 
elected MPs are not interested in e-ƉĞƚŝƚŝŽŶƐ ĂŶĚ ĚŽ ŶŽƚ ǀĂůƵĞ ƚŚĞ ƉƵďůŝĐ ?Ɛ ŝŶƉƵƚ ? ƚŚĞŶ ƉĞƚŝƚŝŽŶĞƌƐ ?
perceptions about procedural fairness are likely to be adversely affected.  ƐhůďŝŐƉƵƚŝƚ ? ‘ǀŽŝĐĞǁŝƚŚŽƵƚ
ŝŶĨůƵĞŶĐĞĐĂŶďĞŵŽƌĞĚĞƚƌŝŵĞŶƚĂůƚŽƚŚĂŶŶŽǀŽŝĐĞĂƚĂůů ? ? ? ? ? ?: 524; see also Fung, 2015).   
 
 
To understand the extent that ƉĂƌůŝĂŵĞŶƚ ?Ɛ ƉŽůŝƚŝĐĂů ĞůŝƚĞƐ provide a mediating link, it is therefore 
necessary to examine their utilisation of, and perceptions about, parliamentary e-petitions.  To do so, 
this article considers two broad and interconnected questions: 
1. Do elected MPs engage with parliamentary e-petitions? 
2. Do elected MPs value parliamentary e-petitions? 
 
In order to drill down further, the article focuses specifically on ƚŚĞ  ‘ŝŶǁĂƌĚ-ĨĂĐŝŶŐ ? ĨƵŶĐƚŝŽŶƐ ŽĨ
ŝŶƐƚŝƚƵƚŝŽŶĂůĂĐĐĞƐƐĂŶĚƉŽůŝĐǇŝŶĨůƵĞŶĐĞĂŶĚ ‘ŽƵƚǁĂƌĚ-ĨĂĐŝŶŐ ?ĨƵŶĐƚŝŽŶƐŽĨparliamentary engagement 
and democratic participation, as detailed in the research design. 
 
 
Parliamentary e-petitions at Westminster 
 
 
To answer these questions, this article examines the jointly-owned e-petitions system of the UK House 
of Commons and HM Government established in 2015. Whilst the right to petition the h< ?Ɛnational 
parliament is centuries old, at the end of the twentieth century petitioning had dwindled, with just a few 
hundred received each year.  However, by the mid-2000s the possibilities afforded by digital technology 
encouraged successive Westminster governments to experiment with e-petition platforms as a low-cost 
opportunity for public participation.1 This led to the establishment of the Downing Street e-petitions 
system by the Labour Government in 2006, which was subsequently replaced by the HM Government e-
                                               
1 In addition, ƚŚĞh< ?ƐĚĞǀŽůǀĞĚůĞŐŝƐůĂƚƵƌĞƐĂůƐŽŝŶƚƌŽĚƵĐĞĚŶĞǁƉĞƚŝ ŝŽŶƐƐǇƐƚĞŵƐĂƌŽƵŶĚƚŚŝƐƚŝŵĞ ?dŚĞ^ĐŽƚƚŝƐŚ
Parliament introduced a paper petitions system in 1999, and an e-petitions system in 2004.  The National Assembly 
for Wales introduced a paper petitions system in 2007, and an e-petitions system in 2008 (for a useful comparison, 
see Bochel, 2016, 2019). 
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petitions system by the Conservative-Liberal Democrat Coalition in 2011.  These systems enabled users 
to petition government directly, with a response provided if certain conditions were satisfied.  However, 
whilst these systems proved popular with the public, concerns arose regarding  W inter alia  W poor 
moderation, inadequate government responses, and inflated public expectations of policy change (e.g. 
Bochel, 2016; Wright, 2012, 2016).  
 
 
It is worth stressing that these systems were owned by government, and not Parliament.  Indeed, the 
House of Commons was initially lukewarm about a system that would enable e-petitions to be submitted 
directly to the House, owing to concerns about cost, the bypassing of individual MPs and the 
undesirability of a standalone petitions committee (HC 513, 2007).  By 2008 the mood started to change, 
and the ,ŽƵƐĞŽĨŽŵŵŽŶƐ ?WƌŽĐĞĚƵƌĞCommittee proposed a system that would address some of these 
issues, enabling petitions to be posted on Parliament ?Ɛ website to collect signatures, whilst requiring the 
ƉĞƚŝƚŝŽŶĞƌ ?ƐĐŽŶƐƚŝƚƵĞŶĐǇDWƚŽĂĐƚĂƐĂ ‘facilitator ? (HC 136, 2008).  However, although the Government 
ƌĞĐŽŐŶŝƐĞĚƚŚĂƚƚŚĞƐĞƉƌŽƉŽƐĂůƐ ‘ǁŽƵůĚďŽƚŚƐƚƌĞŶŐƚŚĞŶƚŚĞƚƌĂĚŝƚŝŽŶĂůƌŽůĞŽĨƚŚĞ,ŽƵƐĞŽĨŽŵŵŽŶƐ
ĂƐƚŚĞƌĞĐŝƉŝĞŶƚŽĨƉĞƚŝƚŝŽŶƐĂŶĚŵĂŬĞƚŚĞƉƌŽĐĞƐƐŵŽƌĞĂĐĐĞƐƐŝďůĞĨŽƌƚŚĞƉƵďůŝĐ ? ?ŝƚĞǆƉƌĞƐƐĞĚĐŽŶĐĞƌŶƐ
about the estimated costs and askeĚƚŚĞŽŵŵŝƚƚĞĞƚŽ ‘ůŽŽŬĂƚƚŚĞŽƉƚŝŽŶƐĨŽƌůŽǁĞƌŝŶŐƚŚĞĞǆƉĞŶƐĞ ?
(see Ev 1, HC 493, 2009). This decision was criticised by ƚŚĞŽŵŵŝƚƚĞĞ ?ǁŚŝĐŚƐĂǁŝƚĂƐĂ ‘ůĂĐŬ[of] the 
wŝůůƚŽƐĞĞƚŚŝƐƉƌŽũĞĐƚƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ ?(HC 493, 2009: para. 10).  This impasse was exacerbated in 2011 when 
ƚŚĞ ŽĂůŝƚŝŽŶ 'ŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚ ?Ɛ Ŷew e-petition system included a provision that any petition with over 
100,000 signatures would be eligible for debate in the House.  This decision was taken without prior 
consultation with the House ?ĂŶĚĚĞƐƉŝƚĞ ƚŚĞ ĨĂĐƚ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞ,ŽƵƐĞŽĨŽŵŵŽŶƐ ?Backbench Business 
Committee was expected to facilitate these debates, no additional parliamentary time was allocated (HC 
1706, 2012).  
 
 
WĂƌůŝĂŵĞŶƚ ?Ɛdissatisfaction persisted ? ĂŶĚ ŝŶ  ? ? ? ? ƚŚĞ ,ŽƵƐĞ ĂŐƌĞĞĚ ƚŽ ƐƵƉƉŽƌƚ  ‘Ă ĐŽůůĂďŽƌĂƚŝǀĞ Ğ-
petitions system, which enables members of the public to petition the House of Commons and press for 
ĂĐƚŝŽŶ ĨƌŽŵ 'ŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚ ?(Hansard, vol. 580 col. 357, 8 May 2014).  Resultantly, the Procedure 
Committee proposed a system based on the existing HM Government system, enabling e-petitions to be 
submitted to the House directly; for all e-petitions with over 10,000 signatures to receive a government 
response; and for all e-petitions with over 100,000 signatures to be considered for debate in 
Westminster Hall, with ring-fenced time allocated.  The system would be governed by a Memorandum 
of Understanding between Government and Parliament, with oversight provided by a new Petitions 
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Committee.  As a House of Commons select committee, the Petitions Committee would also have the 
powers to receive evidence and undertake inquiries on issues raised by e-petitions (HC 235, 2014).  The 
Government accepted these recommendations in full, and the jointly-owned e-petitions system went 
live in July 2015.  
 
 
Since its launch, members of the public have been able to submit or sign e-petitions concerning issues 
for which the UK Government or the House of Commons has political responsibility (i.e. non-devolved 
or non-local authority policy matters) via a dedicated online portal.  WĂƌůŝĂŵĞŶƚ ?ƐǁĞďƐŝƚĞƐƚĂƚĞƐƚŚĂƚ P 
 
E-petitions are an easy way for you to make sure your concerns are heard by Government and 
Parliament. E-petitions enable members of the public to petition the House of Commons and press 
for action from the government.2 
 
The system has undoubtedly captured the public imagination.  Over the 2015-17 and 2017-19 
parliaments, a total of 59,833 e-petitions were submitted.  Of these, 19,104 were published, 939 
received Government responses, and 140 were debated in Westminster Hall.  Eight e-petitions received 
over 500,000 signatures, with e-ƉĞƚŝƚŝŽŶ ‘hZĞĨĞƌĞŶĚƵŵZƵůĞƐƚƌŝŐŐĞƌŝŶŐĂ ?ŶĚ hZĞĨĞƌĞŶĚƵŵ ?(June 
2016) receiving 4.15m, and e-ƉĞƚŝƚŝŽŶ ‘ZĞǀŽŬĞƌƚŝĐůĞ ? ?ĂŶĚƌĞŵĂŝŶŝŶƚŚĞh ?(February 2019) receiving 
6.10m.  The Petitions Committee has also been proactive in undertaking a diverse range of inquiries, 
including brain tumour research, fireworks, and the online experience of disabled people.  
 
 
Research design 
 
 
As this overview suggests, the success ŽĨ tĞƐƚŵŝŶƐƚĞƌ ?Ɛ Ğ-petition system in terms of public 
engagement, renders it a critical case (Flyvbjerg, 2006).   To examine how tĞƐƚŵŝŶƐƚĞƌ ?Ɛ political elites 
have engaged with and, in turn, value parliamentary e-petitions, the author undertook a programme of 
research that was hosted by the House of Commons Petitions Committee during 2018-19 as part of an 
ESRC-funded Parliamentary Academic Fellowship.  This entailed two waves of participant fieldwork, 
ǁŚŝĐŚĨŽĐƵƐĞĚŽŶƚŚĞ ‘ŝŶǁĂƌĚ-ĨĂĐŝŶŐ ?ĂŶĚ ‘ŽƵƚǁĂƌĚ-ĨĂĐŝŶŐ ?ĨƵŶĐƚŝŽŶƐŽĨƉĂƌůŝĂŵĞŶƚĂƌǇĞ-petitions that 
                                               
2 https://www.parliament.uk/get-involved/sign-a-petition/e-petitions/, last accessed 22 May 2020. 
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were identified in the literature above.  Specifically, to render them relevant to elected MPs, these 
functions were operationalised as follows: 
 
1. The contribution of parliamentary e-petitions to the parliamentary agenda (institutional access) 
2. The influence of parliamentary e-petitions on policymaking (policy influence) 
3. The impact of parliamentary e-petitions on constituent relationships (parliamentary 
engagement) 
4. The role of parliamentary e-petitions in fostering democratic participation (democratic 
participation) 
 
To collect broad headline data concerning each of these functions, an online survey was sent to all MPs.  
The survey was co-designed with Petitions Committee officials.  Questions were closed, with optional 
open text spaces provided for further comments.  The survey was confidential, with all responses 
anonymised.  Individual invitations were posted to all MPs in November 2018, followed by individual 
email invitations.  Email reminders were sent in January 2019 and February 2019.  The survey was also 
promoted via two articles in the internal publication The Fortnight (October 2018 and March 2019), and 
ŝŶĨŽƌŵĂƚŝŽŶǁĂƐŚŽƐƚĞĚŽŶƚŚĞDĞŵďĞƌƐ ?ŝŶƚƌĂŶĞƚŚŽŵĞƉĂŐĞ ?The survey was completed by 64 MPs, a 
response rate of 10%.  Low response rates are, sadly, typical for academic research with 
parliamentarians; and in the UK, such problems are more acute (see Deschouwer and Depauw, 2014 for 
a comparison).  Indeed, many academics are turning to specialist (and expensive) survey companies, 
who retain a panel of MPs on the payroll (e.g. Campbell and Lovenduski, 2014).  Nonetheless, the 
response rate is sufficient to allow meaningful conclusions to be drawn about how MPs  W in general  W 
have engaged with parliamentary e-petitions.  As table 1 demonstrates, the party profile of survey and 
interview respondents was broadly reflective of the overall composition of House of Commons, and the 
number of participants who were members of select committees was also broadly aligned (with 
committee members being more prevalent amongst interviewees).  In terms of gender, women were 
slightly under-represented in the survey (but not amongst interviewees). 
 
 
***TABLE 1 HERE*** 
  
 
To interrogate the research questions and themes in greater depth, fact-to-face interviews were 
conducted with MPs and relevant parliamentary officials.  Interviews were held with parliamentary 
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officials for two reasons.  Firstly, parliamentary officials have extensive day-to-day contact with MPs 
across the House, and are therefore well-placed to offer an overarching account of tĞƐƚŵŝŶƐƚĞƌ ?Ɛ
ƉŽůŝƚŝĐĂůĞůŝƚĞƐ ? engagement with e-petitions.  Secondly, recent research has demonstrated the important 
role of ƉĂƌůŝĂŵĞŶƚĂƌǇŽĨĨŝĐŝĂůƐ ŝŶĞŵďĞĚĚŝŶŐŶĞǁĨŽƌŵƐŽĨ  ‘ŶŽŶ-ĞůĞĐƚŽƌĂů ?parliamentary engagement 
(e.g. Judge and Leston-Bandeira, 2018; Leston-Bandeira, 2016). Accordingly, parliamentary officials were 
purposefully selected ŝŶ ĂĐĐŽƌĚĂŶĐĞ ǁŝƚŚ ƚŚĞŝƌ ƌŽůĞ ? ƚĂƌŐĞƚŝŶŐ ŽĨĨŝĐŝĂůƐ ǁŚŽ ƐĞƌǀĞĚ ĂƐ ƚŚĞ  ‘ŝŶƚĞƌĨĂĐĞ ?
between the public and elected MPs ?dŚŝƐŝŶĐůƵĚĞĚŽĨĨŝĐŝĂůƐǁŚŽƐĞŵĂŝŶƌŽůĞĐĂŶďĞƌĞŐĂƌĚĞĚĂƐ ‘ƉƵďůŝĐ
ĞŶŐĂŐĞŵĞŶƚ ?(and whose main audience is  ‘ƚŚĞƉƵďůŝĐ ? ? ?ĂŶĚŽĨĨŝĐŝĂůƐǁŚŽƐĞƉƵďůŝĐĞŶŐĂŐĞŵĞŶƚĂĐƚŝǀŝƚŝĞƐ
ǁĞƌĞƐĞĐŽŶĚĂƌǇƚŽƚŚĞŝƌ ‘ƉĂƌůŝĂŵĞŶƚĂƌǇƐƵƉƉŽƌƚ ?ƌŽůĞ  ?ĂŶĚǁŚŽƐĞŵĂŝŶĂƵĚŝĞŶĐĞŝƐ  ‘ĞůĞĐƚĞĚDWƐ ?).  A 
variety of officials participated, including those from public engagement teams, select committee teams 
and support services within the House.  A total of 32 interviews were held, 15 with MPs and 17 with 
officials.  Interviews were conducted between May-August 2019, and lasted between 45-60 minutes.  To 
encourage frankness and to protect their identity, full anonymity was afforded to all participants.  
WĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂŶƚƐ ĂƌĞ ƚŚĞƌĞĨŽƌĞ ƌĞĨĞƌƌĞĚ ƚŽ ĂƐ  ‘MP ? Žƌ  ‘ŽĨĨŝĐŝĂů ? ǁŝƚŚŽƵƚ ĂŶǇ ƐƉĞĐŝĨŝĐ ĚĞƚĂŝů ĂďŽƵƚ ƉĂƌƚǇ
affiliation or job title. For ease of differentiation MPs are identified by letter (interviewees A-P) and 
officials by number (interviewees 1-17).  Both waves of research received ethical approval from The 
Department of Politics and International Relations at the University of Sheffield.  
 
WŽůŝƚŝĐĂůĞůŝƚĞƐ ? engagement with, and perceptions of, parliamentary e-petitions 
 
 
Contribution to the parliamentary agenda 
 
Survey respondents were first asked about their engagement with e-petitions, as detailed in table 2 
below.  In terms of integrating e-petitions into their parliamentary activities, petitions debates were 
particularly popular: 79% of respondents had attended a debate, motivated by personal interest in the 
topic (81%) and correspondence from constituents (81%). There was some crossover with other 
parliamentary activities, with many respondents tabling Parliamentary Questions on issues inspired by 
e-petitions (30%), and discussing an e-petition in an All Party Parliamentary Group (28%).  However, the 
survey suggested that select committees have made limited use of e-petitions, as few of the 65% of 
respondents who were select committee members reported their select committee using e-petitions as 
the basis of a specific inquiry (0%), to set the committee agenda (9%), or as evidence in another inquiry 
(12%). Respondents were then asked their views about whether e-petitions foster public engagement 
with Parliament.  As detailed in table 3, a total of 66% agreed that e-petitions provide a useful way for 
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the public to make their concerns heard, and 51% agreed that e-petitions allow the public to influence 
the parliamentary agenda.  
 
***TABLE 2 HERE*** 
 
***TABLE 3 HERE*** 
 
These headline findings were reflected in the interviews.  Nearly all agreed that e-petitions can 
illuminate unseen issues or advance alternative perspectives.  Interviewees also recognised that e-
petitions enable the public to respond to the issues of the day, but whilst some welcomed this 
 ‘ŝŵŵĞĚŝĂĐǇ ? (Interviewee 4), others were concerned that e-ƉĞƚŝƚŝŽŶƐ ŵĂǇ ďĞ  ‘taken over by what is 
ƚŽƉŝĐĂůĂƚ ƚŚĞŵŽŵĞŶƚ ?(Interviewee C).  Nonetheless, interviewees generally agreed that e-petitions 
offer a useful mechanism to aggregate public opinion, particularly where issues may only affect a few 
people in any one constituency.  The most popular route to advancing such concerns from within 
Parliament was again the petition debate, and MPs again highlighted the importance of constituency 
concerns in motivating attendance:  
 
 ?/ ?ǀĞƉƌŽďĂďůǇĚŽŶĞŵŽƌĞƚŚĂŶŵǇĨĂŝƌshare of debates because the kinds of things that come up 
ĂƌĞ ƚŚĞ ŬŝŶĚ ŽĨ ƚŚŝŶŐƐ ǁŚŝĐŚ ĂƌĞ ƋƵŝƚĞ  ?ƉŽƉƵůĂƌ ŝŶ ŵǇ ĐŽŶƐƚŝƚƵĞŶĐǇ ? ? ƐŽ ǁĞ ?ƌĞ ĚŽŝŶŐ ǁĂƐƚĞ
packaging and online homophobia in the next few weeks. Anything animal-related goes down a 
ƐƚŽƌŵ ?Obviously ŶŽƚĞĂƚŝŶŐƚŚĞŵ ?ƚŚŽƵŐŚ ? ? (Interviewee A). 
 
There was also general agreement that the tone of petition debates differed from Main Chamber 
debates, which reflected ƚŚĞ  ‘ŶŽŶ-ƉĂƌƚŝƐĂŶ ? ŶĂƚƵƌĞ ŽĨ ƉĞƚŝƚŝŽŶ ƚŽƉŝĐƐ ? ĂŶĚ ƐŽŵĞ ƌĞŐĂƌĚĞĚ ƉĞƚŝƚŝŽŶ
debates as useful opportunities to build cross-party alliances.  Nonetheless, some interviewees 
expressed reservations about the effectiveness of petition debates, with several suggesting that 
Westminster Hall lacks the gravitas of the Main Chamber.  One MP stated that  ‘the floor of the House is 
Ɛƚŝůů ƌĞŐĂƌĚĞĚ ƉƐǇĐŚŽůŽŐŝĐĂůůǇ ĂƐ ƚŚĞ ŵŽƌĞ ŝŵƉŽƌƚĂŶƚ ƉůĂƚĨŽƌŵ ? dŚĞƌĞ ŝƐ ŶŽ ŐĞƚƚŝŶŐ ĂƌŽƵŶĚ ƚŚĂƚ ? 
(Interviewee P); and another stated ƚŚĂƚ ‘givĞŶƚŚĞĐŚŽŝĐĞ ?/ ?ĚƌĂƚŚĞƌŚĂǀĞƚĞŶƐĞĐŽŶĚƐƉƵƚƚŝŶŐĂƉŽŝŶƚƚŽ
the Prime Minister than 20 minutes in Westminster Hall responding to a debate ? ?/ŶƚĞƌǀŝĞǁĞĞD ?.  
 
 
Interviewees were more equivocal about the role of the Petitions Committee and the impact of e-
petitions on select committee activities.  Interviewees generally welcomed the Petitions Committee.  
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One praised its ŝŶƋƵŝƌŝĞƐĨŽƌĨŽĐƵƐŝŶŐŽŶ ‘areas which were being neglected, not picked up by any other 
select committee or anyone in the House, and which were not party political ? ?/ŶƚĞƌǀŝĞǁĞĞ ? ?ĂŶĚƐĞǀĞƌĂů
praised the Committee for engaging under-represented groups and making ĞĨĨĞĐƚŝǀĞ ƵƐĞ ŽĨ  ‘ůŝǀĞĚ
ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞ ?ŝŶŝƚƐŝŶƋƵŝƌŝĞƐ ?^ĞǀĞƌĂůŝŶƚĞƌǀŝĞǁĞĞƐalso highlighted the mutual benefits of joint inquiries 
with the Petitions Committee in terms of increasing the capacity, visibility, reach and impact of their own 
select committees. However, ǁŚŝůƐƚƚŚĞWĞƚŝƚŝŽŶƐŽŵŵŝƚƚĞĞĐĂŶ ‘refer a petition to a select committee 
if it is already inquiring into the ƐƵďũĞĐƚŽĨƚŚĞƉĞƚŝƚŝŽŶ ?ŽƌŝƐĂďŽƵƚƚŽĚŽƐŽ ? ?ŝƚŚĂƐĂůƐŽĐŽŵŵŝƚƚĞĚƚŽ
 ‘ĐŽŶƐƵůƚƚŚĞƌĞůĞǀĂŶƚƐĞůĞĐƚĐŽŵŵŝƚƚĞĞ ?ŝŶĨŽƌŵĂůůǇŽƌĨŽƌŵĂůůǇ ?ďĞĨŽƌĞƌĞĨĞƌƌŝŶŐĂƉĞƚŝƚŝŽŶ ?ƚŽĨŝŶĚŽƵƚ
whether the committee would be likely to take any action as a result of the rĞĨĞƌƌĂů ? ?3  Perhaps 
unsurprisingly given the relative informality of the referral process, interviewees generally agreed that 
e-ƉĞƚŝƚŝŽŶƐŚĂĚĂůŝŵŝƚĞĚĞĨĨĞĐƚŽŶƐĞůĞĐƚĐŽŵŵŝƚƚĞĞƐ ?ƐƚĂŶĚĂůŽŶĞĂĐƚŝǀŝƚŝĞƐ.  This underlines the fact that 
that select committees often have their own agendas to advance, and are unlikely to deviate from pre-
agreed priorities and standard evidence-taking practices. Related to this, there were also concerns that 
ƚŚĞWĞƚŝƚŝŽŶƐŽŵŵŝƚƚĞĞ ?ƐŽǁŶĞƌƐŚŝƉŽĨƚŚĞĞ-petitions system had rendered it somewhat removed from 
MPs at large, which some regarded as obviating the need for other MPs  W as individual backbenchers or 
as part of a select committee  W to proactively engage with the e-petitions system. 
 
 
Influence on policymaking 
 
Compared to the relative optimism regarding the capacity of e-petitions to affect the parliamentary 
agenda, there was general scepticism regarding their subsequent policy impact.  Indeed, only 23% of 
survey respondents agreed that e-petitions have an effect on Government policymaking.  Interviewees 
were similarly pessimistic, which dovetailed with wider concerns about the extent that e-petitions risked 
misrepresenting the incremental nature of policy change, and the indirect and diffuse influence of 
Parliament (see below).   Some were highly cynical.  One MP described parliamentary e-petitions as 
ĚŝƐĂƉƉĞĂƌŝŶŐŝŶƚŽ ‘ĂƉĂƌůŝĂŵĞŶƚĂƌǇďůĂĐŬŚŽůĞ ? ?ǁŚĞƌĞ ‘vast numbers of people sign these petitions ?ďƵƚ
ŐĞƚ ‘absolutely nothing in return ?ŝŶƚĞƌŵƐŽĨƉŽůŝĐǇĐŚĂŶŐĞ ?/ŶƚĞƌǀŝĞǁĞĞ ? ?Another suggested that: 
 
 ?dŚĞĞǆƉĞĐƚĂƚŝŽŶŝƐŶŽƚŵĞƚďǇƚŚĞŽƵƚĐŽŵĞ ?TŚĞƌĞ ?ƐƋƵŝƚĞĂůŽƚŽĨďƵŝůĚ-up around these things.  
Ƶƚ ĂĐƚƵĂůůǇ ? ƚŚĞ 'ŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚ ũƵƐƚ ƐĂǇƐ  ?ƚŚĞƌĞ ? ƚŚĞƌĞ ? ǁĞ ?ǀĞ ŚĞĂƌĚ ǇŽƵ ?  EŽǁ ?clear off ?
(Interviewee L). 
                                               
3 https://www.parliament.uk/business/committees/committees-a-z/commons-select/petitions-committee/news-
parliament-2015/consultation-working-methods/, last accessed 27 May 2020. 
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In a similar vein, one MP suggested that e-petitions entailed a fundamental tension:  
 
 ?WĞƚŝƚŝŽŶƐĂĐƚĂƐĂůŝŐŚƚŶŝŶŐĐŽŶĚƵĐƚŽƌ ?dŚĞǇĂůůŽǁƉĞŽƉůĞƚŽĨĞĞůƚŚĞǇ ?ƌĞŚĂǀŝŶŐĂƐĂǇǁŝƚŚŽƵƚ
actually committing government or individuals to any particular course of action. Therein lies the 
ƉƌŽďůĞŵ ? (Interviewee N). 
 
Several interviewees also ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ  ‘ƐƵĐĐĞƐƐĨƵů ? Ğ-petitions often benefited from a degree of 
serendipity.  In particular, several suggested that the success of the e-petition concerning funding for 
brain tumour research was in part due to the exposure given to the issue by former Labour Minister 
dĞƐƐĂ:ŽǁĞůů ?ƐĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞof the disease.    
 
 
Nonetheless, there was a recognition that e-petitions can pressure government to publicly acknowledge 
the issue raised. In particular, several interviewees suggested that the obligation to send a relevant 
minister to a Westminster Hall petition debate provided an additional opportunity for backbench MPs 
to press for action: 
 
 ?/ ?ǀĞďĞĞŶŝŶƐƚĂŶĚŝŶŐƌŽŽŵŽŶůǇĂƚĚĞďĂƚĞƐŽŶƉĞƚŝƚŝŽŶƐ ?ůŝƚĞƌĂůůǇ ?ǁŚĞƌĞƉĞŽƉůĞŚĂǀĞƌƵŶŽƵƚŽĨ
space. And the Minister has to sit through the debate, as indeed does the Shadow Minister. And 
ƚŚĞǇ ŚĂǀĞ ƚŽ ƌĞƐƉŽŶĚ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ĚĞďĂƚĞ ? ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ ŽĨĨŝĐŝĂůƐ ĂƌĞ ƚŚĞƌĞ ? /ƚ ŝƐ ĚĞŵŽĐƌĂƚŝĐ ůĞǀĞƌĂŐĞ ? 
(Interviewee I). 
 
The emphasis on lived experience was also regarded as a powerful force for change.  Reflecting on the 
brain tumour research debate, one official recalled: 
 
 ?/ ?ŵƌĞĂƐŽŶĂďůǇƐƵƌĞƚŚĞŵŝŶŝƐƚĞƌŵĂĚĞĂŶĂŶŶŽƵŶĐĞŵĞŶƚƚŚĂƚǁĂƐŶ ?ƚŝŶŚŝƐƐƉĞĞĐŚ ?ďĞĐĂƵƐĞŚĞ
was so influenced by that room. And he felt that he couldn't just stand up after three hours of 
really moving stories and say the Governmenƚ ǁĂƐŶ ?ƚ ŐŽŝŶŐ ƚŽ ĚŽ ĂŶǇƚŚŝŶŐ ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚůǇ ? 
(Interviewee 1). 
 
More generally, whilst most interviewees acknowledged that ministers were unlikely to announce a 
change of policy in direct response to a debate, it was suggested that debates nonetheless entailed an 
 ‘ĂŶƚŝĐŝƉĂƚŽƌǇ ?ĞĨĨĞĐƚ ?ƐŽŶĞDWƉƵƚŝƚ ? ‘if they're having to attend a Westminster Hall debate because 
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it's been triggered through an e-petition, they will be asking questions of their officials and asking 
questions of themselves. They need to be on ƐŽůŝĚŐƌŽƵŶĚ ? (Interviewee I).  
 
 
Impact on constituent relationships 
 
As detailed above, an initial stumbling block to the establishment of the e-petitions system were 
concerns that it would sever the link between petitioners and their MP. Such concerns were not 
reflected in the survey, where  ? ?A? ŽĨ ƌĞƐƉŽŶĚĞŶƚƐ ĚŝƐĂŐƌĞĞĚ ǁŝƚŚ ƚŚĞ ƐƚĂƚĞŵĞŶƚ ƚŚĂƚ  ‘Ğ-petitions 
ƵŶĚĞƌŵŝŶĞƚŚĞĐŽŶŶĞĐƚŝŽŶďĞƚǁĞĞŶĂŶDWĂŶĚƚŚĞŝƌĐŽŶƐƚŝƚƵĞŶƚƐ ?.  Indeed, 53% welcomed e-petitions 
for providing information about constiƚƵĞŶƚƐ ? ĐŽŶĐĞƌŶƐ ? Nonetheless, the survey also suggests that 
parliamentary e-petitions are not part of the repertoire of DWƐ ? constituency activities.  As table 2 shows, 
whilst nearly all MPs had received correspondence regarding a parliamentary e-petition from an 
individual constituent or local group (98%) or a national organisation (91%), relatively few MPs were 
actively encouraging constituents and local groups (32%) or national organisations (21%) to further their 
campaigning via parliamentary e-petitions.  The survey also shows that MPs themselves have not used 
e-petitions as a campaign tool, as less than half of respondents reported signing (40%) or sharing (43%) 
an e-petition, with fewer still incorporating an e-petition into their campaigns on local or national issues 
(19% and 17% respectively).  
 
 
Again, these headline findings were reflected in the interviews.  Some interviewees were adamant that 
the e-petitions system had bypassed the relationship between MPs and constituents: 
 
 ?/ƚ ?Ɛ ƌĞƉůŝĐĂƚŝŶŐ Žƌ ďǇƉĂƐƐŝŶŐ ĂŶ ĂŐĞ ŽůĚ ĞǆƚƌĞŵĞůǇƐƵĐĐĞƐƐĨƵů ƐƚƌƵĐƚƵƌĞ ? ǁŚŝĐŚ ŝƐ DWƐ ŽĨ
WĂƌůŝĂŵĞŶƚ ? (Interviewee D). 
 
Others disagreed, with concerns that an MP  ‘ĨŝůƚĞƌ ?ǁŽƵůĚĚŝƐĐŽƵƌĂŐĞǁŽƵůĚ-be petitioners. Nonetheless, 
whilst most agreed that e-ƉĞƚŝƚŝŽŶƐƉƌŽǀŝĚĞƉĞƚŝƚŝŽŶĞƌƐǁŝƚŚĂǀŽŝĐĞ ?ŝƚǁĂƐĂĐŬŶŽǁůĞĚŐĞĚƚŚĂƚƚŚĞƌĞ ‘is 
ŶŽŐƵĂƌĂŶƚĞĞƚŚĂƚĂŶǇŽŶĞŝƐůŝƐƚĞŶŝŶŐ ? (Interviewee 16). As one official put it, that  ?Ğ-petitions are not 
the centre of  ?DĞŵďĞƌƐ ? ?ůŝǀĞƐ ?dŚĞǇĂƌĞĐŽŶƐƚĂŶƚůǇĚŽŝŶŐƚŚŝŶŐƐďĞĐĂƵƐĞƚŚĞŝƌĐŽŶƐƚŝƚƵĞŶƚƐŚĂǀĞƌĂŝƐĞĚ
them; and this is just another channel among many ?  ?/ŶƚĞƌǀŝĞǁĞĞ  ?).  Indeed, all MPs interviewed 
underlined the significance of direct, one-to-one engagement with their constituents, which was near-
universally regarded as the most effective way for constituents to be heard: 
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 ?An individual coming and seeing me, and being able to open my eyes to a particular issue, is 
more likely to engage me in for a longer time thing than an e-petition which comes across the 
ĚĞƐŬ ?ŐŽĞƐŽƵƚƚŚĞŽƚŚĞƌ ? (Interviewee I). 
 
The significance of one-to-one engagement was also reiterated by departmental officials.  One described 
how  ?ĞǀĞƌǇDŽŶĚĂǇ ?ǁĞĐĂŶƐĞĞǁŚĂƚ ŝƐƐƵĞƐǁĞƌĞĚŝƐĐƵƐƐĞĚĂƚĐŽŶƐƚŝtuency surgeries on the Friday, 
because we will get an absolute deluge of Parliamentary Questions on issues we might not have seen for 
ǁĞĞŬƐŽƌŵŽŶƚŚƐ ? (Interviewee 17).   
 
 
The e-petitions system does not provide MPs with details of signatories in their constituency, and 
ƌĞĨůĞĐƚŝŶŐ ŽŶ ǁŚĂƚ ŽŶĞ DW ĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞĚ ĂƐ ƚŚĞ  ‘ǁĂůů ŽĨ ƐŝůĞŶĐĞ ? ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ Ă ƉĞƚŝƚŝŽŶĞƌ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞŝƌ DW
(Interviewee L), several suggested that they would like to be able to make direct contact with petitioners.  
Not all interviewees were enthused by such suggestions.  Several MPs regarded such correspondence as 
superfluous.  One suggested that  ‘ŝĨƉĞŽƉůĞƌĞĂůůǇĐĂƌĞĂďŽƵƚƐŽŵĞƚŚŝŶŐ ?ƚŚĞǇ ?ƌĞƉƌŽďĂůǇŐŽŝŶŐƚŽŐĞƚŝŶ
ƚŽƵĐŚǁŝƚŚǇŽƵĂŶǇǁĂǇ ?(Interviewee F).  Many also suggested that they were already overwhelmed:  ‘we 
ĚŽŶ ?ƚŐŽůŽŽŬŝŶŐĨŽƌďƵƐŝŶĞƐƐ ?ďƵƐŝŶĞƐƐĨŝŶĚƐƵƐƋƵŝƚĞĞĂƐŝůǇ ?ƐŽ/ ?ǀĞŐŽƚŶŽƌĞĂůŝŶƚĞƌĞƐƚŝŶŐĞƚƚŝŶŐŵŽƌĞ
work for my hard-pressed team to do ? ?/ŶƚĞƌǀŝĞǁĞĞ ? ? There were also concerns about such information 
being used for party political or electioneering purposes, which could discourage the public from 
petitioning and undermine the legitimacy of the system. 
 
 
Fostering democratic participation 
 
Notwithstanding these concerns, the role of e-petitions in fostering political participation was widely 
acknowledged, with 66% of survey respondents agreeing that e-petitions provide a way for ordinary 
people to get involved in politics.  However, the survey also revealed concerns about persistence of a 
democratic divide, as 66% respondents agreed that e-petitions do not engage all members of the public 
equally and 61% agreed that e-petitions risk being captured by organised interests.  There were also 
concerns regarding the digital divide, as 32% agreed ƚŚĂƚ  ‘Ğ-petitions require users to have above-
ĂǀĞƌĂŐĞůĞǀĞůƐŽĨ/dƐŬŝůůƐ ? ? 
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Interviewees echoed these findings. One suggested that e-petitions  ?ďƌŝĚŐĞĂďŝƚŽĨƚŚĞĚĞŵŽĐƌĂƚŝĐŐĂƉ
ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ ǀŽƚŝŶŐ ŝŶ ĂŶ ĞůĞĐƚŝŽŶ ĞǀĞƌǇ ĨŝǀĞ ǇĞĂƌƐ ? (Interviewee 8); and another described them ĂƐ  ‘an 
ŝŶƚĞƌĞƐƚŝŶŐŝŶŝƚŝĂƚŝǀĞƚŽƌĞƐƉŽŶĚƚŽĂŶĂůŝĞŶĂƚŝŽŶĨƌŽŵƉŽůŝƚŝĐƐ ? (Interviewee J).  It was also suggested that 
e-petitions are suited to contemporary patterns of political participation, where voters place more 
emphasis on individual issues than on overarching party programmes.  There were some concerns about 
the quality of political engagement.  One MP ĐŽŵƉůĂŝŶĞĚƚŚĂƚ ‘ŝƚ ?ƐƋƵŝƚĞĞĂƐǇ for people to just keep 
clicking ? ?/ŶƚĞƌǀŝĞǁĞĞ& ? ?ĂŶĚĂŶŽƚŚĞƌthat popular e-ƉĞƚŝƚŝŽŶƐ ‘tend ƚŽƌĞĨůĞĐƚǁŚĂƚŝƐĨůĂǀŽƌŽĨƚŚĞǁĞĞŬ ?
rather than genuine strength of feeling (Interviewee A).  Others were more sanguine about such 
 ‘ĐůŝĐŬƚŝǀŝƐŵ ? ? ǁŝƚŚ ŽŶĞ ĚĞƐĐƌŝďŝŶŐ ŝƚ ĂƐ  ‘a low-level action that indicates support and that's perfectly 
ůĞŐŝƚŝŵĂƚĞ ? (Interviewee I). Indeed, several argued it was incumbent upon MPs to adjust to new patterns 
of political participation.   
 
 
Nonetheless ? ŵĂŶǇ ŝŶƚĞƌǀŝĞǁĞĞƐ ǁĞƌĞ ĐŽŶĐĞƌŶĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞ  ‘ŝŵŵĞĚŝĂĐǇ ? ŽĨ Ğ-petitions has led to a 
misunderstanding of the slower, incremental and often indirect process of policymaking.  Several MPs 
had witnessed this on social media: 
 
 ?dŚĞƌĞǁĞƌĞůŽƚƐŽĨǀĞƌǇĂŶŐƌǇƉĞŽple tweeting about it.  It was like they thought the Government 
was just going to cave in because we had a petition debate on it ?(Interviewee F). 
 
In turn, many interviewees were concerned about the role of organised interest groups  W who often 
disseminate parliamentary e-petitions on social media  W in misrepresenting their purpose and likely 
impact: 
 
 ?>ŽďďǇŝŶŐ ŽƌŐĂŶŝƐĂƚŝŽŶƐ ǁŝƚŚ ůĂƌŐĞ ĚĂƚĂďĂƐĞƐ ŵĂǇ ŝŶƐƚƌƵĐƚ ? ĂĚǀŝƐĞ ? ĐĂũŽůĞ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ŽŶ ƚŚĞŝƌ
databases to sign the petition. And I'm quite certain that a lot of people that do sign petitions 
haven't the foggiest clue what they're signing ? (Interviewee N). 
 
Nonetheless, several recognised the trade-off in terms of increased exposure and engagement. 
 
 
More broadly, many suggested that public misconceptions of parliamentary e-petitions reflect a wider 
ůĂĐŬŽĨ ‘ƉŽůŝƚŝĐĂůůŝƚĞƌĂĐǇ ?ĂŵŽŶŐƐƚƚŚĞƉƵďůŝĐ: 
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 ?PĞŽƉůĞůĂƌŐĞůǇĚŽŶ ?ƚƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚŚŽǁWĂƌůŝĂŵĞŶƚǁŽƌŬƐ ?dŚĞǇŝŵĂŐŝŶĞƚŚĂƚŝƚŝƐĂĚŝƐĐƵƐƐŝŽŶ ?ƚŚĞǇ
probably would expect there to be a vote and somĞƚŚŝŶŐƚŽĐŚĂŶŐĞ ?tĞůůŽĨĐŽƵƌƐĞ ?ƚŚĂƚĚŽĞƐŶ ?ƚ
ŚĂƉƉĞŶĂƚĂůů ?ƐǁŝƚŚƐŽŵĂŶǇĚĞďĂƚĞƐŝŶWĂƌůŝĂŵĞŶƚ ?ƚŚĞǇĚŽŶ ?ƚůĞĂĚƚŽĂŶǇƚŚŝŶŐ ?EŽǁĂƌŐƵĂďůǇ
[e-petitions] can lead to influencing either the current government or future thinking.  But, of 
ĐŽƵƌƐĞ ?ƚŚĂƚ ?ƐĂŵƵĐŚŵŽƌĞůŽŶŐ-term process ? (Interviewee I).  
 
Related to this were concerns that the e-petitions system has merely amplified the voices of those who 
already shout loudly; and several interviewees warned that already marginalised groups were unlikely 
to engage in e-petitioning: 
 
 ‘I can tell you pretty much where the [signatories of the Revoke Article 50 petition] in my city 
would have come from and it would have been the half of the city that is constantly emailing us 
and engaging ǁŝƚŚ ƵƐ ? dŚĂƚ ǁŽƵůĚ ďĞ ŽŶĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƚŚŝŶŐƐ ƚŚĂƚ / ĚŽŶ ?ƚ ůŝŬĞ ĂďŽƵƚ ƚŚŝƐ ƉƌŽĐĞƐƐ ?
ďĞĐĂƵƐĞƚŚĞŽƚŚĞƌŚĂůĨŽĨƚŚĞĐŝƚǇ ?ǁŚŽƐĞǀŽŝĐĞƐƌĞĂůůǇĚŽŶ ?ƚŐĞƚŚĞĂƌĚ ?ĂƌĞŵƵĐŚůĞƐƐůŝŬĞůǇƚŽƵƐĞ
a system like that.  So, in some ways, it amplifies those who have already gŽƚ Ă ǀŽŝĐĞ ? 
(Interviewee A).   
 
Addressing the democratic divide is one of the most pressing issues faced by representative institutions 
such as Westminster. However, for e-petitions to be part of the solution, several suggested that more 
should be done to  ‘level that playing field between really savvy groups that know how to [lobby via e-
ƉĞƚŝƚŝŽŶƐ ?ĂŶĚŐƌŽƵƉƐƚŚĂƚĚŽŶ ?ƚƌĞĂůůǇƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚƚŚĂƚƚŚĂƚ ?ƐƉĂƌƚŽĨƚŚĞĚĞĂů ?(Interviewee A). 
 
 
Discussion and concluding remarks  
 
^ŝŶĐĞ  ? ? ? ? ? tĞƐƚŵŝŶƐƚĞƌ ?Ɛ ũŽŝŶƚůǇ-owned e-petitions system has become an important channel of 
 ‘ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ ĞůĞĐƚŝŽŶ ? ƉŽůŝƚŝĐĂů ƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂƚŝŽŶ, and when compared to other national-level e-petition 
systems, the scale of usage is unprecedented (see, for example, Escher and Riehm, 2017; Lee et al., 
2014).  However, despite such public popularity, ƚŚŝƐĂƌƚŝĐůĞ ?Ɛ research reveals a degree of apathy  W 
occasionally outright antipathy  W  on the part of ƉĂƌůŝĂŵĞŶƚ ?Ɛpolitical elites.  MPs have welcomed e-
petitions for ƉƌŽǀŝĚŝŶŐĂĚĚŝƚŝŽŶĂůŝŶĨŽƌŵĂƚŝŽŶĂďŽƵƚĐŽŶƐƚŝƚƵĞŶƚƐ ?ĐŽŶĐĞƌŶƐ ?ĂŶĚŚĂǀĞƵƐĞĚĞ-petitions 
as a way of leveraging these concerns from within Parliament, particularly via petition debates.  
However, the research demonstrates that traditional forms of constituent-to-Member engagement 
remain regarded as the most effective means for constituents to have their concerns heard.  Indeed, the 
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research underlines the visceral way that MPs prize the constituency link, and guard against any 
incursions into their relationship with constituents. Secondly, there remains scepticism about the policy 
impact of parliamentary e-petitions, with many suggesting that the seeming immediacy of e-petitioning 
risks misrepresenting the indirect, non-linear and diffuse reality of policy change.  Because of this, there 
are significant concerns that e-petitions foster unrealistic expectations of policy change risks 
exacerbating, rather than ameliorating, public distrust and democratic disengagement.  Finally, the 
research findings temper the optimism often associated with such initiatives, with important concerns 
expressed regarding the quality of democratic engagement and of the capacity of parliamentary e-
petitions to provide a voice for the less vocal and more marginalised groups in society. 
 
 
Taken together, these research findings advance our understanding of the impact of parliamentary e-
petitions on parliamentary and policymaking practice.  Whilst some studies have recognised the 
ŝŵƉŽƌƚĂŶĐĞ ŽĨ  ‘ďƵǇ-ŝŶ ?  ?Ğ ?Ő ?Hough, 2012; Schmitter and Trechsel, 2004), existing scholarship has 
generally assumed, rather than established, the support of political elites (for partial exceptions see 
Bochel, 2019; Leston-Bandeira, 2019; Wright, 2016).  In contrast, this research has demonstrated the 
extent that attitudes of elected MPs towards parliamentary e-petitions are varied and contingent. In 
turn, it has also drawn attention to the role of a parliament ?Ɛpolitical elites  W in particular those who are 
not part of formal petition bodies  W  in embedding its e-ƉĞƚŝƚŝŽŶƐƐǇƐƚĞŵĂŶĚĐŚĂŵƉŝŽŶŝŶŐƉĞƚŝƚŝŽŶĞƌƐ ?
ĐĂƵƐĞƐ ? ĂŶĚ ŚĂƐ ŚŝŐŚůŝŐŚƚĞĚ ƚŚĞ ŵƵůƚŝƚƵĚĞ ŽĨ ŝŶƚƌŝŶƐŝĐ ĂŶĚ ŝŶƐƚƌƵŵĞŶƚĂů ĨĂĐƚŽƌƐ ƚŚĂƚ ĂĨĨĞĐƚ ĂŶ DW ?Ɛ
willingness to do so.   
 
 
More broadly, this research offers an important contribution to extant scholarship on the impacts of 
institutionalised participatory initiatives.  Although several have argued that successful participatory 
mechanisms should not only provide citizens with a voice, but must also foster responsiveness (e.g. Fung, 
2015; Ulbig, 2008), there is a paucity of studies that consider whether political elites actually value this 
input.  Yet the attitudes of political elites should be regarded as vital to the success of such participatory 
initiatives in terms of bridging the gap between the public and policymaking process.  By focusing on the 
ƌĞƐƉŽŶƐĞŽĨtĞƐƚŵŝŶƐƚĞƌ ?ƐƉŽůŝƚŝĐĂůĞůŝƚĞƐƚŽƉĂƌůŝĂŵĞŶƚĂƌǇĞ-petitions, this research therefore adds to 
ƚŚĞƐŵĂůůƉŽŽůŽĨƐƚƵĚŝĞƐĞǆĂŵŝŶŝŶŐƚŚĞĞĨĨĞĐƚƐŽĨ ‘ďĞƚǁĞĞŶĞůĞĐƚŝŽŶ ?ƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂƚŝŽŶŝŶƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĞ ?Ğ ?Ő ?&ŽŶƚ
et al., 2018; Goodin and Dryzek, 2006; Johnson, 2015).  In particular, its findings add credence to the 
arguments advanced by Hendriks and Lees-DĂƌƐŚŵĞŶƚ ? ǁŚŽ ĂƐƐĞƌƚ ƚŚĂƚ ǁŚŝůƐƚ ƉŽůŝƚŝĐĂů ĞůŝƚĞƐ  ‘ǀĂůƵĞ
public input foƌĞƉŝƐƚĞŵŝĐĂŶĚŝŶƐƚƌƵŵĞŶƚĂůƌĞĂƐŽŶƐ ?ƚŚĞǇĚŽŶŽƚǁĂŶƚƚŽƌĞůŝŶƋƵŝƐŚƉŽǁĞƌƚŽƚŚĂƚƐĂŵĞ
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ƉƵďůŝĐ ?  ? ? ? ? ? P  ? ?-14). This reluctance to cede power was apparent in concerns that e-petitions risk 
undermining the relationship between MPs and their constituents; inundating the parliamentary agenda 
with immediate, but not necessarily important, issues; and exacerbating misunderstandings of the 
parliamentary process. Moreover, by contrasting these concerns with the public popularity of 
parliamentary e-petitions (as shown by the unprecedented scale of use), there is evidence to suggest a 
potential  ‘ŵŝƐŵĂƚĐŚ ?in the participatory preferences of political elites and the public, which may risk 
 ‘important consequences for the legitimacy of the political decision-ŵĂŬŝŶŐ ƉƌŽĐĞƐƐ ?(Hooghe and 
Marien, 2014: 536).  As this article has argued throughout, the willingness of political elites to listen to 
the public should not be assumed; and if they do not engage with or value new forms of participation, 
the democratic credentials of such initiatives are called into question.  And in practical terms, this 
ƵŶĚĞƌůŝŶĞƐƚŚĞŶĞĐĞƐƐŝƚǇŽĨĞŶƐƵƌŝŶŐƚŚĂƚƚŚĞĚĞƐŝŐŶĂŶĚŽƉĞƌĂƚŝŽŶŽĨŶĞǁĐŚĂŶŶĞůƐŽĨ ‘ďĞƚǁĞĞŶĞůĞĐƚŝŽŶ ?
participation  W such as parliamentary e-petitions  W is attuned to the preferences of those political elites 
within receiving institutions.   
 
 
Future scholarship on parliamentary e-petitions should therefore pay closer attention to the mediating 
role of ƉĂƌůŝĂŵĞŶƚ ?Ɛ political elites and acknowledge the heterogeneity of attitudes concerning the value 
of public input into policymaking.  In particular, the findings of this article highlight two key areas that 
demand further research.  Firstly, future research should drill down to examine the factors that affect 
the attitudes of ƉĂƌůŝĂŵĞŶƚ ?Ɛpolitical elites towards new forms of public participation.  Research in the 
field of legislative studies demonstrates ƚŚĂƚDWƐ ?parliamentary behaviours are conditioned by a wide 
range of party, policy and constituency concerns; and that factors such as electoral systems and 
marginality are key dependent variables.  Moreover, this array of demands places practical constraints 
upon what MPs can do, which frequently necessitates a prioritisation of activities (for a useful 
comparative analysis see Deschouwer and Depauw, 2014; see also Campbell and Lovenduski, 2014; Katz, 
1997; Vivyan and Wagner, 2016).  Future research should therefore consider whether ƉĂƌůŝĂŵĞŶƚ ?Ɛ
ƉŽůŝƚŝĐĂů ĞůŝƚĞƐ ? ĂƚƚŝƚƵĚĞƐ ƚŽǁĂƌĚƐ ŶĞǁ ĨŽƌŵƐ ŽĨ ƉƵďůŝĐ ƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂƚŝŽŶ ĂƌĞ ƐŝŵŝůĂƌůǇ ĐŽŶĚŝƚŝŽŶĞĚ ? ĂŶĚ
whether they have sufficient capacity to engage with such tools. Secondly, relatedly, research should 
consider the extent that political elites are actually involved in the design and implementation of such 
initiatives.  In the case presented here, whilst MPs collectively established the broad parameters of 
tĞƐƚŵŝŶƐƚĞƌ ?ƐĞ-petitions system, its design and subsequent operation has been the preserve of a small 
number of parliamentary committee members, which contributed to the sense of cynicism regarding 
the efficacy of e-petitions as a way of connecting the public with parliament via its parliamentarians.  
Other countries have sought to engage political elites alongside the public to reduce the risk of political 
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detachment.  In Ireland, for example, the Government ?Ɛ decision to include 33 parliamentarians 
alongside 66 randomly-selected citizens in the Convention on the Constitution has been regarded as a 
key factor in the subsequent implementation of many of its (often controversial) proposals (Farrell et 
al., 2019; but for a counterargument see White, 2017). In taking this agenda forwards, and by recognising 
the role of ƉĂƌůŝĂŵĞŶƚ ?Ɛpolitical elites not only as the key interface between the public and policy 
process, but as the drivers of policy change, future research can therefore generate critical insights 
ƌĞŐĂƌĚŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ĐĂƉĂĐŝƚǇ ŽĨ ĐŝƚŝǌĞŶƐ ƚŽ ŝŶĨŽƌŵ ƉŽůŝĐǇŵĂŬŝŶŐ  ‘ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ ĞůĞĐƚŝŽŶƐ ? ǀŝĂ ŶŽŶ-electoral 
participatory mechanisms.
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Table 1  ? Breakdown of participants 
  Composition of the 
House of Commons*  
(seats) 
Composition of 
survey respondents 
Composition of 
interviewees  
(MPs only) 
Party Conservative 49% 43% 53% 
Labour 40% 32% 39% 
SNP 5% 6% 0 
Lib Dem 2% 9% 8% 
Others 4% 2% 0 
Prefer not to say n/a 8% n/a 
 
Gender Female 32% 18% 36% 
Male 68% 76% 64% 
Prefer not to say n/a 6% n/a 
 
Select committee 
member 
Yes 60% 65% 82% 
No 40% 35% 18% 
* Data taken from House of Commons sessional returns 2017-19. 
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Table 2  ? DWƐ ?ĞŶŐĂŐĞŵĞŶƚǁŝƚŚƉĂƌůŝĂŵĞŶƚĂƌǇĞ-petitions 
 Yes No 
ƐƉĂƌƚŽĨǇŽƵƌƉĂƌůŝĂŵĞŶƚĂƌǇďƵƐŝŶĞƐƐ ?ŚĂǀĞǇŽƵĞǀĞƌ ? 
participated in an e-petition debate in Westminster Hall? 79% 21% 
tabled an Early Day Motion inspired by a specific e-petition? 13% 87% 
tabled a Parliamentary Question inspired by a specific e-petition? 30% 70% 
discussed a specific e-petition in a APPG meeting? 28% 72% 
Why have you attended a Westminster Hall debate? 
The topic was of personal interest to me.  
 
81% 19% 
I received correspondence from my constituents. 
 
81% 19% 
The e-petition was popular in my constituency. 
 
46% 54% 
The topic was relevant to an APPG of which I am a member. 
 
41% 49% 
I received correspondence from a national campaign group or organisation. 59% 61% 
ƐƉĂƌƚŽĨǇŽƵƌƐĞůĞĐƚĐŽŵŵŝƚƚĞĞĂĐƚŝǀŝƚŝĞƐ ?ŚĂǀĞǇŽƵĞǀĞƌ ? ? 
used parliamentary e-ƉĞƚŝƚŝŽŶƐƚŽŚĞůƉƐĞƚƚŚĞĐŽŵŵŝƚƚĞĞ ?ƐĂŐĞŶĚĂ ?
 
9% 68% 
used a parliamentary e-petition as the basis of a committee inquiry? 
 
0% 82% 
utilised parliamentary e-petition data in another inquiry? 
 
12% 59% 
ƐƉĂƌƚŽĨǇŽƵƌĐŽŶƐƚŝƚƵĞŶĐǇďƵƐŝŶĞƐƐ ?ŚĂǀĞǇŽƵĞǀĞƌ ? 
 
received correspondence from a local constituent or group about an e-petition? 98% 2% 
discussed an e-petition in a constituency surgery? 
 
47% 53% 
discussed a, e-petition in a meeting with a local group? 
 
40% 60% 
suggested that a constituent or local group creates a, e-petition? 32% 68% 
ZĞŐĂƌĚŝŶŐŶĂƚŝŽŶĂůĐĂŵƉĂŝŐŶƐŝŶǁŚŝĐŚǇŽƵĂƌĞŝŶǀŽůǀĞĚ ?ŚĂǀĞǇŽƵĞǀĞƌ ? 
received correspondence from a national organisation about an e-petition? 91% 9% 
discussed an e-petition in a meeting with a national organisation? 38% 62% 
suggested that a national organisation creates a parliamentary e-petition? 21% 79% 
In terms of your personal use of e-petitions, ŚĂǀĞǇŽƵĞǀĞƌ ? ? 
signed a parliamentary e-petition? 
 
40% 60% 
shared an e-petition by email or social media? 
 
43% 57% 
incorporated an e-petition into a campaign on a local issue? 19% 81% 
incorporated an e-petition into a campaign on a wider national issue? 17% 83% 
n = 64 (all questions); 51 (select committee questions). 
 踀  ‘ĚŽŶ ?ƚŬŶŽǁ ?ŽƉƚŝŽŶǁĂƐƉƌŽǀŝĚĞĚĨŽƌthese three questions, as individual select committee members may not have 
proactively engaged in, or are able to recall, in the programming of committee business.  For these three questions, 
ƚŚĞ ‘ĚŽŶ ?ƚŬŶŽǁ ?ƌĂƚĞƐǁĞƌĞ23%, 18% and 29% respectively. 
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Table 3  ? DWƐ ?ǀŝĞǁƐĂďŽƵƚƉĂƌůŝĂŵĞŶƚĂƌǇĞ-petitions 
Parliamentary e-ƉĞƚŝƚŝŽŶƐ ? Strongly 
disagree 
Disagree Neither 
agree nor 
disagree 
Agree Strongly 
agree 
ŽŶ ?ƚŬŶŽǁ 
Contribution to the parliamentary agenda 
provide a useful way for members of the public to make their concerns 
heard. 
2% 6% 26% 49% 17% 0% 
enhance the connection between members of the public and Parliament. 
 
11% 13% 30% 32% 15% 0% 
enable members of the public to influence the parliamentary agenda. 
 
4% 25% 17% 40% 11% 4% 
Influence on policymaking 
have an effect on government policymaking. 
 
9% 32% 36% 21% 2% 0% 
Impact on constituent relationships 
undermine the connection between an MP and their constituents. 
 
22% 47% 22% 6% 4% 0% 
let me know what my constituents are concerned about. 
 
13% 13% 19% 47% 9% 0% 
are of little concern to me. 
 
15% 34% 32% 15% 4% 0% 
Fostering democratic participation 
provide a way for ordinary people to get involved with politics. 
 
2% 15% 17% 49% 17% 0% 
provide a voice for all members of the public. 
 
4% 11% 28% 47% 11% 0% 
are easy for all to use. 
 
2% 4% 21% 38% 30% 4% 
require users to have above-average levels of ICT skills. 
 
4% 40% 21% 28% 4% 2% 
do not engage all members of the public equally. 
 
2% 2% 26% 51% 15% 4% 
risk being captured by organised interests. 
 
0% 11% 23% 38% 23% 4% 
n=64  
Note  W question ordering randomised each time the survey was accessed. 
